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ON-STREET PARKING—A BROOKLINE DILEMMA

By Abby Swaine and Mike Sandman

erhaps the most com-

mon JOnNnceEm We oOon
Brookline’s Transporta-

tion Board hear raised (other

| than the need for traffic calm-
ing measures to improve safe-
ty} is the scarcity of parking—
on-street and off-street, com-
mercial and residential,
overnight and daytime, for
residents and visitors, Angst
about parking seems to have
been exacerbated by Increased
fines and better enforcement.
(We'll take advantage of the
bully pulpit to polnt out that
fine rates are still behind
inflation, and that the purpose
of enforcement s to uphold
the regulations, not balance

the budget.)

Some recent symptoms of
parking angst: letters in the
TAB calling upon the Town to
end its prohibition of on-street
overnight parking: similar
questioning of the Town-wide
2-hour daytime parking limit;
a flood of requests to establish
neighborhood permit parking
programs to override this
limit; and developers justify-

ing the excessive number of
units in their 408 proposals as
necessan’ (o compensate for
Town Meeting having greatly
Increased the number of park-
ing spaces required per unit.

Interestingly, though, we hear
as many volces in favor of

in effect since 1896, as we do
advocating abolishing them,
The Town's streets are public
property, to be shared equi-
tably—a sort of asphalt
Commons, if yvou will
Those opposed to allowing
unfettered access raise logisti-
cal concerns, such as the
likelihood that if people can
leave thelr cars on the street
longer they will, whether they
really need to or not. (That i,
If they can find a space in the
first place, hardly a sure thing
sinceé we do not have street
space for every resident car.) If
street spaces tum over less fre-
quently, any individual will be
less likely to find a space at
any given time, a phenome-
non that has been amply
demonstrated In Cambridge,

Southle and Back Bay. In
addition, our police express
concern that officers in patrol
cars will not be as easily able to
detect suspicious behavior
near bulldings if their view is
obstructed by parked cars, that
muggers might hide in or
between closely-parked cars,
and that overnight on-street
parking might lead to more car
vandalism and theft, acting as
a sort of vector for other crime.

And finally, those opposed
raise aesthetic and envinon-
mental concemns; taken
together, all these concems
conjure up a miniature
Tragedy of the Commons that
would seem comical but for its
potential impact on our
quality of life.

What does increasing parking
on asphalt strects that already

exist have o do with Green
Space and the environment?
Several things, some certain

and some possible:

O f our streets are more con-

tinuously occupled by parked

cars, street sweeping and snow
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plowing will become more
difficult, leading to more
debris staying on the streets
and traveling via storm drains
to the Muddy River and other
waters. The litterclogged side-
wilks and gutters along Route
9, which Is not regulated by
Brookline, but instead by Mass
Highway, offer a vivid Dlustra-
tion of this,

Q  The “viewsheds” we value
(of parks and other green
spaces) will be more often
blocked and cluttered by vehi-
cles.

©  If street spaces tum over
less frequently, drivers may
spend more time trolling for
an empty spot; a 1999 Globe
article revealed that Back Bay
residents typically spend 45
minutes searching for a
parking spot. Circling means
more noxious exhaust and |
noise pollution.

© On the other hand, one |
might hope that more liberal |
access to on-street parking
might reduce residents’ incen-
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tive to pave their yards to
provide parking, a practice
that clearly demolishes green
space and Increases polluted
storm water runoff.
Alternatively, residents may

respond instead by acquiring
additional vehicles.

On the ather hand again,
streets more solidly parked
with cars can induce drivers
to siow down due to the
perception of a narrower
travel lane and therefore less
room to swerve to avoid
oncoming vehicles or opening
car doors. And they can help
pedestrians feel better protect-
ed from moving wvehicles.
Alternatively, a solid border of
cars obstructs drivers’ vision
of pedesirians stepping off
curbs to cross, and results in
less wiggle room for bicyclists
to avold moving vehicles and

opening car doors

Like every issue we deal with
as a Board, the gquestion of
how best to allocate the
shared public resource that Is
on-street parking is one where
there is no purely right
answer. The likely logistical
consequences of liberalizing
| our on-street parking restric-
tions probably make an even
more compelling case for
caution than do aesthetic and
environmental concemns. Let's
look more closely at a dense
neighborhood like Coolidge
Corner or Washington
Square, the sorts of areas
where residents are fecling the
parking pinch most acutely:

A typical four-story apartment
or condo building with 120
feet of street frontage might
have 8 units per Aoor, for a
total of 48. If the residents of
each unit own just one car,
there will be 48 cars at that

bullding. A curbside parking
space needs to be 20 feet long,

so at best there would be space
ofi the street for six cars, not
allowing any space for fire
hydrants and drveways, This
means that at least 48 vehicles
would potentially compete far
these & spaces—or more, If we
didn't limit the competition
by allowing only residents
with stickers to exceed the
2-hour limit, and thereby
“park up” the street spaces,
shutting out visitors. And, as
those familiar with Boston's
residential permit parking
program know, such a
program reduces the
demand for off-street
parking only fractionally;
anyone who doubts this
ought to check out the
cost of off-street parking

in Brighton.

The Transportation Board
and Town staif have been
mesearching many  diffier-
ent ways to increase the
supply of residential and
commercial parking,
while recognizing that we
need to dampen demand
il we are 1 avold perpetual
escalation in the number
of wehicles residing in
amd traveling around
Brookline. To cite a few
examples:

1 We have already
adjusted parking meter
time limits o encourage bet-
ter access, and established
merchant permil
areas to move employees
away [rom spots that cus-
tomiers should use.

We have granted the car-
sharing company ZipCar sev-
eral off-strect and median

parking spaces in dense neigh-
borhoods 10 encourage resi-

dents not to own cans if they
don't need to, and to allow
businesspeople (o commute to
thelr Brookline workplaces via
public transit without fear of
being stranded.

There is a clear, if expen-
sive and no doubt con-
tentious, possibility of build-
ing & municipal parking
garage in Coolidge Corner.

The Transportation
Department has conducted a
detailed study of Brookline's
resident permit parking areas
and policy 50 the Board can

examine the effectiveness of
the program and whether it
should be expanded ar modified

By the time you read this
article, the Board will have
taken public comment on the
Z-hour parking limit at a
hearing on April 29.

A prominent new Parking

button on the Town's main

Internet homepage alerts new-
comers o our parking limita-
tions, with the potential to

encourage them not to import
thelr cars into Brookline, or do
a better job of obtaining off-

street parking

tion of Brookline’s draft
Comprehensive Plan outlines
many of these lssues, efforts,
and potential actions, inchuding
encouraging transit-oriented
development and the poten-
tial for providing more mass
transit options for Brookline
residents and cut-through
commuters, such as
through the Urban Ring
Project

The time to lift or adjust
Brookline's on-street park-
Ing restrictions, or tailor
them to different parts of
town, may have finally
come, after over a
hundred years of living
within them. But because
increased supply can
induce increased demand,
and because our tangled
web of streets was
designed largely before car
ownership became ubig-
ultous, we should act care-
fully lest we do something
that has unintended and
adverse consequences for
our asphalt-and-green-
space urban ecosystem.

[Abby Swaine is 0 member of
the Brooidine Transportation
Bpard and an environmerital
professional. Mike Sandman ls
Co-Chalr of the Brookline
Transpartation Board and a
Seriior Vice President with Fuld
& Company, a consulting firm
in Cambridge.)




